
Activity 223. Read the excerpt from the 1940 essay “A 
Mathematician’s Apology” by British mathematician G. H. Hardy. 
Compare your mathematical journey to that of G. H. Hardy. Are there 
ideas in the text that resonate with you? Identify any similarities 
and/or differences between you and the author. In pairs, exchange 
your thoughts. 

 

Figure 11. G. H. Hardy 

 

I cannot remember ever having wanted to be anything but a mathematician. I 
suppose that it was always clear that my specific abilities lay that way, and it never occurred 
to me to question the verdict of my elders. I do not remember having felt, as a boy, any 
passion for mathematics, and such notions as I may have had of the career of a 
mathematician were far from noble. I thought of mathematics in terms of examinations and 
scholarships: I wanted to beat other boys, and this seemed to be the way in which I could do 
so most decisively. 

I found at once, when I came to Cambridge, that a Fellowship implied “original work”, 
but it was a long time before I formed any definite idea of research. I had of course found at 
school, as every future mathematician does, that I could often do things much better than 
my teachers; and even at Cambridge, I found, though naturally much less frequently, that I 
could sometimes do things better than the College lecturers. But I was really quite ignorant, 
even when I took the Tripos of the subjects on which I have spent the rest of my life; and I 
still thought of mathematics as essentially a “competitive” subject. My eyes were first 
opened by Professor Love, who taught me for a few terms and gave me my first serious 
conception of analysis. But the great debt which I owe to him was his advice to read Jordan’s 
famous “Cours d’Analyse”; and I shall never forget the astonishment with which I read that 
remarkable work, the first inspiration for so many mathematicians of my generation, and 
learnt for the first time as I read it what mathematics really meant. From that time onwards, 
I was in my way a real mathematician, with sound mathematical ambitions and a genuine 
passion for mathematics. 

I wrote a great deal during the next ten years, but very little of any importance; there 
are not more than four or five papers which I can still remember with some satisfaction. The 
real crisis of my career came ten or twelve years later, in 1911, when I began my long 
collaboration with Littlewood, and in 1913, when I discovered Ramanujan. All my best work 
since then has been bound up with theirs, and it is obvious that my association with them 
was the decisive event of my life. I still say to myself when I am depressed and find myself 
forced to listen to pompous and tiresome people, “Well, I have done one the thing you could 
never have done, and that is to have collaborated with both Littlewood and Ramanujan on 
something like equal terms.” It is to them that I owe an unusually late maturity: I was at my 



best a little past forty, when I was a professor at Oxford. Since then I have suffered from that 
steady deterioration which is the common fate of elderly men and particularly of elderly 
mathematicians. A mathematician may still be competent enough at sixty, but it is useless 
to expect him to have original ideas. 

It is plain now that my life, for what it is worth, is finished, and that nothing I can do 
can perceptibly increase or diminish its value. It is very difficult to be dispassionate, but I 
count it a “success”; I have had more reward and not less than was due to a man of my 
particular grade of ability. I have held a series of comfortable and “dignified” positions. I 
have had very little trouble with the duller routine of universities. I hate “teaching”, and have 
had to do very little, such teaching as I have done been almost entirely supervision of 
research; I love lecturing and have lectured a great deal to extremely able classes; and I have 
always had plenty of leisure for the research which has been the one great permanent 
happiness of my life. I have found it easy to work with others and have collaborated on a 
large scale with two exceptional mathematicians; and this has enabled me to add to 
mathematics a good deal more than I could reasonably have expected. I have had my 
disappointments, like any other mathematician, but none of them has been too serious or 
has made me particularly unhappy. If I had been offered a life neither better nor worse when 
I was twenty, I would have accepted without hesitation. 

It seems absurd to suppose that I could have “done better”. I have no linguistic or 
artistic ability, and very little interest in experimental science. I might have been a tolerable 
philosopher, but not one of a very original kind. I think that I might have made a good lawyer; 
but journalism is the only profession, outside academic life, in which I should have felt really 
confident of my changes. There is no doubt that I was right to be a mathematician, if the 
criterion is to be what is commonly called success. 

My choice was right, then, if what I wanted was a reasonably comfortable and happy 
life. But solicitors and stockbrokers and bookmakers often lead comfortable and happy 
lives, and it is very difficult to see how the world is richer for their existence. Is there any 
sense in which I can claim that my life has been less futile than theirs? It seems to me again 
that there is only one possible answer: yes, perhaps, but, if so, for one reason only: 

I have never done anything “useful”. No discovery of mine has made, or is likely to 
make, directly or indirectly, for good or ill, the least difference to the amenity of the world. I 
have helped to train other mathematicians, but mathematicians of the same kind as myself, 
and their work has been, so far at any rate as I have helped them to it, as useless as my own. 
Judged by all practical standards, the value of my mathematical life is nil; and outside 
mathematics it is trivial anyhow. I have just one chance of escaping a verdict of complete 
triviality, that I may be judged to have created something worth creating. And that I have 
created is undeniable: the question is about its value. 

The case for my life, then, or for that of any one else who has been a mathematician 
in the same sense which I have been one, is this: that I have added something to knowledge, 
and helped others to add more; and that these somethings have a value which differs in 



degree only, and not in kind, from that of the creations of the great mathematicians, or of 
any of the other artists, great or small, who have left some kind of memorial behind them. 

(from “A Mathematician’s Apology,” by G. H. Hardy, 1940) 

 


